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Belonging and Ontological Security 
Among Eastern European Migrant 
Parents and Their Children 
Daniela Sime* 
Research has given increasing recognition to the important role that children play in family decisions 
to migrate and the significant impact of migration on family relationships. At the same time, the role of 
HPRWLRQDOODERXULQYROYHGLQIHHOLQJµDWKRPH¶and the sense of ontological security and everyday be-
longing that families develop post-migration can benefit from further exploration. Drawing on data 
collected with Eastern European migrant families in Scotland, this article explores intergenerational 
unGHUVWDQGLQJVRILQVHFXULWLHVE\FRPSDULQJSDUHQWV¶DQGFKLOGUHQ¶VYLHZVRQWKHLUOLYHVSRVW-migra-
tion. It shows that, while adults constructed family security around notions of stable employment and 
potential for a better future, children reflected more on the emotional and ontological insecurities which 
families experienced. Family relationships are often destabilised by migration, which can lead to long-term 
or permanent insecurities such as family disintegration and the loss of a sense of recognition and be-
longing. The article reflects on the ways in which insecurities of the past are transformed, but are un-
likely to be resolved, by migration to a new country. It does this by grounding the analysis in young 
SHRSOH¶VRZQXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRI VHFXULW\DQGE\ examining how their narratives challenge idealised 
adult expectations of family security and stability post-PLJUDWLRQ ,WDOVRVKRZV WKDW\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
involvement in migration research brings an important perspective to the family dynamics post-migra-
tion, challenging adult-centred constructs. 
 
Keywords: migrant young people; family migration; ontological (in)security; East±West migration; be-
longing 
Introduction 
PDUHQWV¶GHVLUHWRVHFXUHµDEHWWHUIXWXUH¶IRUWKHLUFKLOGUHQLVRIWHQPHQWLRQHGLQUHVHDUFKas a key motivator 
LQGHFLVLRQVWRPLJUDWH1t/DRLUH, Carpena-0HQGH]7\UHOODQG:KLWH2UHOODQD6DOD]DU3DUUHxDV
&KLOGUHQ¶VRZQXQGHUVWDQGLQJVDQGH[SHULHQFHVRIIDPLO\PLJUDWLRQDUHLPSRUWDQWLQHVWDEOLVKLQJWKH
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extent to which their views coincide with those of their parents in relation to the benefits of migration for 
family life and a secure future. Migration provides adult and child migrants with different standpoints when it 
comes to reflecting on the experience of migration. In the case of Central Eastern European (CEE) families, 
adult migrants are likely to draw on their experiences of (in)security in socialist and post-socialist states, while 
their children might have not experienced insecurities in the same way. This study is situated in the context of 
emerging literatures which deconstruct both the mythologisation of migration as a safe route to family security 
DQGSURVSHULW\5\DQDVZHOODVWKHOLWHUDWXUHRQPLJUDQWV¶EHORQJLQJDQGLGHQWLWLHV7RDGGUHVV
the propoVHG LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO SHUVSHFWLYH , H[SORUH IDPLOLHV¶ VHQVH RI LQVHFXULW\ DQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJV RI 
µDEHWWHUOLIH¶SRVW-PLJUDWLRQE\FRPSDULQJDGXOWV¶DQGFKLOGUHQ¶VQDUUDWLYHV$V,ORRNDWH[SHULHQFHVRIIDPLO\
migration/reunion, I examine these narratives through various lenses, drawing on the existence of kinship ties 
and social connections as well as on the emotional and ontological aspects of security and aspirations and 
motivations for the future. 
While research has documented CEE-ERUQ FKLOGUHQ¶V H[periences as migrants (Devine 2009, 2011; Ni 
Laoire et al. 2011; Sime and Fox 2015a, b), we know less about the impact which migration has on their sense 
of ontological security, understood as having a sense of stability, rootedness, continuity and control over their 
HYHU\GD\OLYHVDQGIXWXUHV7KHQRWLRQWKDWDSHUVRQ¶VVHOIRULGHQWLW\DQGKLVKHUVRFLDOHQYLURQPHQWDUHLQ
synergy has been linked to the concept of belonging (May 2011). Building on the existentialist tradition of 
Sartre in philosophy, Laing (1965) emphasised the importance of maintaining a core sense of self which trans-
cends places, time and social contexts and allows individuals to relate to others without feeling under threat or 
H[FOXGHG0RUHUHFHQWO\*LGGHQV¶FRQFHSWRIµRQWRORJLFDOVHFXULW\¶KDVJDLQHGWUDFWLRQLQWKH
context of modernity ± often seen as void of tradition and stability and leading to psychosocial fragmentation. 
For Giddens, a person can only feel secure when experiencing a sense of order, continuity and stability, which 
leads to a sense of control. Modernity has made the self a reflexive project, where social position is less relevant 
and individuals experience both new freedoms and new challenges while constructing the self. In this study,  
I examine the e[WHQWWRZKLFKPLJUDWLRQDVDIHDWXUHRIIDPLO\OLIHLPSDFWVRQFKLOGUHQDQGWKHLUSDUHQWV¶VHQVH
RIVHFXULW\DQGEHORQJLQJRUIHHOLQJµDWKRPH¶LQDQHZSODFH,H[DPLQHWKHHIIHFWVRIXSURRWLQJWKHIDPLO\LQ
the hope of a more prosperous future on indiYLGXDOV¶VHQVHRIFRQQHFWHGQHVVDQGWUXVWLQWKHVWDELOLW\RIWKHLU
futures, both individually and as a family. In order to do this, I begin by looking at the literature on migration 
and ontological (in)security and show how this relates to family relationVKLSVDQGPLJUDQWFKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHUL
ences. After outlining the methodology, I use data collected with migrant families in Scotland to explore the 
interrelation of notions of emotional attachment and material (in)security, ontological security and belonging 
and connectivity with a community and place. I then reflect on the ways in which children relate to notions of 
family security in the present and in relation to an uncertain future, and how their narratives challenge idealised 
narratives of family security.  
Family migration, ontological security and children 
0LJUDQWFKLOGUHQKDYHWUDGLWLRQDOO\EHHQSRUWUD\HGDVµOXJJDJH¶LQPLJUDWLRQUHVHDUFK2UHOODQDDVYLF
timised by the significant structures of inequality which force them to follow their parents abroad and as part 
of the adult-dominated power relations within their families and communities. As migration has become  
a global phenomenon, issues of integration, social cohesion and national identity have moved to the forefront 
of current political and policy debates. In the case of Brexit, for example, the case for Britain leaving the 
European Union was built on a campaign which emphasised the need to take back control from the EU over 
national affairs, especially in relation to the economy and immigration. While sometimes veiled and at other 
WLPHVPRUHH[SOLFLWLQWKHGHEDWHVRQ%ULWDLQ¶VSODFHLQ(XURSHWKHSUHVHQFHRIPLJUDQWVRIWHQVHHQDVµWKH
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RWKHUV¶LQQDWLRQDOGHEDWHVDQGWKHPHGLDKDVEHHQDNH\IDFWRULQWKHPDMRULW\YRWHWROHDYHWKH8QLRn. During 
WKH%UH[LWGHEDWHµXQFRQWUROOHG¶LPPLJUDWLRQZDVGHEDWHGLQWHUPVRIWKHULVNVSRVHGIURPRXWVLGHWKHQDWLRQDO
ERUGHUVWKURXJKSRWHQWLDOWHUURULVPDQGLOOHJDOLW\DVVRFLDWHGE\VRPHRIWKHµ/HDYH¶FDPSDLJQHUVZLWKUHIXJHHV
and new migrant groups, while migrants already in the UK were portrayed as posing a threat to local jobs and 
increasing demand for public services. 
Recent policies in Britain have placed an increasing emphasis on community cohesion and the integration 
of minority groups, particLSDWLRQDQGWKHUHFRJQLWLRQRIPLJUDQWV¶LGHQWLWLHVDOWKRXJKWKHUHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUWKLV
agenda seems to be particularly on migrants to adapt, rather than on receiving communities to facilitate their 
integration (Spencer 2011). Virdee and McGeever (2017) examined how the recent case for Brexit was inti-
mately bound with questions of migration and race relations, a claim also substantiated by the increase in rates 
of racist hate crimes reported post-Brexit, with many Eastern Europeans said to be among the victims. Their 
analysis shows how a new politics of resentment has emerged in Britain over the last two decades, closely 
linked to increasing rates of immigration after EU enlargement; this was soon followed by economic decline 
and the anti-immigrant feeling encouraged at times by a political will to racialise national politics and build on 
an anti-immigrant working-FODVVYRWH7KHVHVWUXFWXUDOIDFWRUVKDYHFRQWULEXWHGWRPLJUDQWIDPLOLHV¶SDUWLFXODU
positioning, within a political climate mainly focused on regulating and reducing migration. In the context of 
austerity programmes and anti-immigration rhetoric, research on migrant families poses new challenges in 
UHODWLRQWRGRFXPHQWLQJIDPLOLHV¶VWUDWHJLHVIRUFRSLQJZLWKULVNVDQGLQVHFXULWLHV 
Given the focus in this study on CEE migrant families, it is important to look back in time at what security 
meant for the adults who grew up in the ex-communist territories ± the migrant parents in this study. In coun-
tries with limited state provision, individuals depended mainly on family and community relationships in time 
of need (Read and Thelen 2007). The parents in this study had grown up in the post-socialist societies of Europe 
where the dismantling and fragmentation of state provision is ongoing. In addition, many have experienced the 
economic insecurities of precarious and low-paid jobs and possibly personal and political insecurity. The dichoto-
mies between state/non-state, formal/informal, public/private and even traditional/(post)modern types of provision 
are at the centre of our understanding of how migrant families produce securities (financial, emotional, per-
sonal, political and social) and mitigate risks ± such as those brought about by migration. In examining how 
parents and children understand (in)securities and how their ideas and practices of financial, emotional and 
personal security are adapting over time to the new transnational circumstances, I explore not only the pre-
FRQGLWLRQVRIDSHUVRQ¶VVHQVHRIVHFXULW\EXWDOVRWKHW\SHVRIUHODWLRQVKLSDnd social distribution mechanisms 
which family members value and rely on.  
These everyday practices of engaging or producing securities may include a combination of formal and 
informal networks from past and present, and depend on the nature of those social relationships which are 
available in their new communities. By focusing on the emotional and ontological dimensions of security, as 
well as on the material aspects, I draw on sociological theory and the concept of belonging (Yuval-Davis 2006), 
with an inGLYLGXDO¶VVHQVHRIURRWHGQHVVRULGHQWLILFDWLRQZLWKDSODFHGHYHORSLQJLQWLPHDQGH[SHULHQFHGDV
a dynamic process. A sense of belonging and connection to place is likely to link to a sense of confidence and 
optimism in a secure future. May defines beloQJLQJDVµDVHQVHRIHDVHLQRQHVHOIDQGRQH¶VVXUURXQGLQJV¶
ZKLFKUHTXLUHVDQDFWLYHSURFHVVRILGHQWLILFDWLRQZLWKRQH¶VSODFHDQGFXOWXUHDQGDVHQVHRI
being actively involved with the development of a community and its collective values. In this sense, insecu-
rities from the past ± including economic, personal or political insecurities ± which may have pushed adults to 
migrate, can be vindicated by achieving a more secure present and future and a sense of recognition as an 
individual. The tHPSRUDOGLPHQVLRQRILQGLYLGXDOV¶LQVHFXULWLHVLVDQLPSRUWDQWFRQVLGHUDWLRQZKHQVWXG\LQJ
migrant families, as family migration may be seen as involving short-term sacrifices in the hope of a more 
secure future.  
4 D. Sime 
A key aspect of reaching psycho-social security is the emotional labour involved in making a new start, 
with the vision of a better life. Research has documented the experiences of emigration and settlement and the 
strain that doing families transnationally poses for relationships (Mazzucato and Schans 2011; Ryan 2011). 
While this literature documents the struggles and routes to material and economic prosperity in the West for 
many, as well as the failure and perpetual marginalisation for some, there is less research on the impact of 
migration on WKHH[LVWHQWLDODVSHFWVRI\RXQJPLJUDQWV¶OLYHVResearch on migrant families remains mainly 
adult-FHQWUHGDVD VLJQLILFDQWERG\RI UHVHDUFKRQFKLOGUHQ¶VZHOO-being in transnational families relies on 
DGXOWV¶DFFRXQWV0D]]XFDWRDQG6FKDQV%HFN(1992) has argued that the normative basis of late-mod-
ern society is about safety and the prevention of harm and risk anxiety ± especially in relation to an unpredict-
able future ± which has become a feature of Western societies. These ontological insecurities are channelled 
LQSDUWWKURXJKVRFLHWDOFRQFHUQVDERXWFKLOGUHQ¶VVHFXULW\DQG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VIXWXUHV 
&KLOGUHQ¶VGLYHUVHUROHVLQIDPLO\PLJUDWLRQDUHZHOOGRFXPHQWHGIURPLQIOXHQFLQJWKHWLPLQJRIIDPLO\
migration, to the choice of a destination coXQWU\DQGGHFLVLRQVWRVWD\RUUHWXUQ1t/DRLUHCarpena-Mendez, 
Tyrell and White 2011; Ryan and Sales 2011; White 2011). Family migration is, in the main, a difficult matter 
for children. Studies have acknowledged the significant challenges that they have to cope with, including dis-
rupted relationships with friends (Haikkola 2011; Reynolds 2007; Sime and Fox 2015b), changed family struc-
WXUHVDIWHUPLJUDWLRQ6DOD]DU3DUUHxDV:KLWHKRVWLOLW\DQGVHJUHJDWLRQDWVFKRRO'HYLQH
2011), as weOODVFKDOOHQJHVWRLGHQWLW\DQGVHQVHRIEHORQJLQJ1t/DRLUHet al. 2011). Nevertheless, in the last 
decade, research on migrant children has concentrated on challenging assumptions of migrant children as prob-
OHPDWLFDQGSHUPDQHQWO\µWUDSSHGLQDPLVHUDEOHVWUXFWXUDOFRQIOLFWRIOLYLQJEHWZHHQWZRFXOWXUHV¶0DQQLW]
2005: 23) and has focused on their resilience, agency and voice.  
7KLVDUWLFOHDGGVWRWKLVOLWHUDWXUHE\H[DPLQLQJPLJUDQWFKLOGUHQ¶VYLHZVRIVHFXULW\SRVW-migration, with  
a focus on their sense of belonging and hope for a secure future. I aim to show that their understandings of 
ontological securities develop across place and over time and that these understandings may often differ from 
those of their parents. By focusing on the emotional and ontological dimensions of security, I also draw on 
IHPLQLVWDSSURDFKHVWRFDUHDQGµGRLQJIDPLO\¶ZKLFK LQFOXGHQRWLRQVRINLQVKLSGRPHVWLFLW\DQGUHOLDEOH
VRFLDOUHODWLRQV7KHVHEXLOGRQDQLQGLYLGXDO¶VVHQVHRIFRQQHFWHGQHVVZLWKIDPLO\QHWZRUNVDV well as on  
a sense of connection with place and community. The everyday practices of engaging or producing securities 
may include a combination of formal and informal networks and may depend on the nature of social relation-
ships available to them. In this sense, I aim to contribute to existing scholarly debate on the notion of belonging 
which, as Yuval-Davis, Kannabiran and Vieten (2006) claim, UHODWHVWRµLPSRUWDQWVRFLDOERQGVDQGWLHV¶DQG
HQFRPSDVVHVIHHOLQJVRIHPRWLRQDOVDIHW\DQGEHLQJDWµKRPH¶7Ke affective dimension which lies 
at the heart of belonging, seen as a process rather than a fixity, reflects the emotional investments involved in 
doing family post-PLJUDWLRQDQGWKHµGHVLUHIRUDWWDFKPHQWV¶<XYDO-Davis 2006: 202).  
Methodology 
The methodological approach for the study draws on semi-structured interviews with adult migrants and child-
-centred activities, inspired by the new sociology of childhood which advocates for the recognition of children 
as competent social actors with their own agency and subjectivity. Social theories of childhood (James, Jenks 
and Prout 1998; Jenks 1996) conceptualise children as social actors, active in their engagement with adults, 
institutions and ideologies, which they interpret, reinvent or negotiate in their own ways. Corsaro calls this 
SURFHVVµLQWHUSUHWLYHUHSURGXFWLRQ¶WRUHIOHFWWKHFUHDWLYHDVSHFWVRIFKLOGUHQ¶VSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQVR
ciety and their active contribution to cultural production and change. This approach has prompted researchers 
WRWKLQNRIWKHµFRPSHWHQWFKLOG¶-DPHVet al. 1998), whose perspective on society, possibly different from 
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WKDWRIDGXOWVQHHGVWREHKHDUGDQGFRQVLGHUHGLQHTXDOPDQQHU&KLOGUHQ¶VYRLFHFDQQRWJHQXLQHO\EHKHDUG
unless adults change the ways in which they see children and their competence. As research with children 
moves into new realms which tackle the long-VWDQGLQJ LVVXHVDURXQGFKLOGUHQ¶V ODFNRI UHSUHVHQWDWLRQDQG
power, childhood remains a highly contentious topic, as different historical, spatial, social, political and moral 
positions are conjured up to discuss it. In this paper, I show that involving children as research participants can 
highlight internal dynamics in migrant families and challenge adult-centred constructs of family migration as 
a route to family security. 
The data collection for this study took place in 2009±2010, at a time when Scotland was just beginning to 
experience the effects of the economic crisis which started in 2007/2008. Since the accession of A8 countries 
to the EU, Scotland had seen a significant increase in the number of EU migrants arriving in search of work. 
In the years 2004 to 2008, just before this study started, migration to Scotland was on the increase ± in the 
region of 45 000 arrivals per year, the highest since migration records began in 1951. However, by 2011±2012, 
migration rates were already decreasing, probably as a direct consequence of the economic crisis. The data 
were collected in urban and rural areas with a high proportion of new migrants and involved 11 focus groups 
with 57 children who had migrated to Scotland with their parents between 2007 and 2010. The participants 
included 31 girls and 26 boys, the majority were Polish (N=48) and aged between 8 and 16 years; they came 
from a range of socio-economic backgrounds and were mostly recruited through schools in urban and rural 
locations. The focus groups involved child-friendly activities, where children discussed first the experiences 
RIDQµLPDJLQDU\PLJUDQWIDPLO\¶DUULYLQJLQWKHLUDUHDDQGWKHQ their own experiences.  
In the second stage, 23 in-depth family case studies were completed, including 29 children ± some from the 
focus groups but also some newly recruited ± to ensure a more diverse spread of nationalities. In addition to 
13 Polish children, these cases involved five Lithuanian, four Slovak, two Bulgarian and two Romanian chil-
dren and one Hungarian, one Russian and one Czech family. In total, 15 girls and 14 boys were involved, 
between the ages of 8 and 16. The families lived across Scotland in both urban and rural areas; most parents 
were in low- and middle-income employment, including agriculture, factory work or the retail and hotel sec-
tors. All families were visited twice at home and invited to complete diaries of their daily activities and take 
photographs of their lives, which were then used as prompts for discussion. In each family, one or both parents 
ZHUHDOVRLQWHUYLHZHGLQWKHSDUWLFLSDQW¶VQDWLYHODQJXDJH± either using an interpreter or by the researchers  
± or in English if the families preferred this. The article draws on the data from families with young people 
aged 12±16 in order to unpack the experiences of young people who are likely to find migration more chal-
lenging, when friendship relationships and identity formation have distinct characteristics (Baptiste 1993; 
White 2011). By exclusively selecting newly arrived families, we were more likely to capture the anxieties 
and insecurities inherent to the initial stages of settlement; however it was important to document these expe-
riences at a time of increasing inward mobility in Scotland. 
Homes are complex spaces in which to study children and they often offer a richness of information that 
participants might not express in words because of the normalised nature of their everyday lives (Sime 2015). 
Carrying out research in homes has increased advantages in terms of empowering children, as the home may 
be perceived as a familiar space where the researcher is a guest. However, although homes may offer a less 
formal setting, they are not free from ethical dilemmas. Homes are shared spaces, where children often do not 
control access to or use of spaces by other family members (Bushin 2007; Pyer and Campbell 2013; Sime 
2008). This means that researchers have to be flexible and negotiate the domestic space according to the chil-
GUHQ¶VDQGDGXOWV¶ZLVKHV,QWKLVVWXG\SDUHQWVZHUHXVXDOO\FRPIRUWDEOHDERXWDOORZLQJWKHUHVHDUFKHUVWR
speak to their children in private and the children were mostly absent when their parents were interviewed; 
6 D. Sime 
sometimes, however, the entire family was in the room. We had to take account of the likely power relation-
ships between the family members who were present, aware that the parents may have influenced what their 
children felt was appropriate to say in their presence and vice versa.  
Focus groups and activities with young people were recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed using  
a grid analysis approach, thematic coding and retrieving methods (Boyatzis 1998). An overview thematic grid 
was produced to map out the descriptive summaries of the issues emerging from the data. Relevant sections of 
the transcripts were assigned appropriate thematic codes and refined sub-categories emerged and were allo-
cated to text in transcripts. An NVivo package was used to facilitate the organising and classifying of the data. 
In the next sections, I identify some of the key themes that the analysis of the dataset revealed in relation to 
WKHSDUHQWV¶DQGFKLOGUHQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIPLJUDWLRQDVDVRXUFHRILQGLYLGXDOand family (in)security, and 
explore in particular the extent to which children and adults had different notions of security. All names used 
are pseudonyms.  
&KLOGUHQ¶VVHFXULW\DVDPRWLYDWLQJIDFWRULQIDPLO\PLJUDWLRQ 
The decision to migrate was often lLQNHGLQWKHDGXOWV¶QDUUDWLYHVWRRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUEHWWHUSDLGHPSOR\PHQW
Parents wanted to find work that provided better financial support for their families, often expressed as  
µDEHWWHUVWDQGDUGRIOLYLQJ¶DQGDEHWWHUTXDOLW\RIOLIH)LQDQFLDOsecurity was seen as a pre-condition of family 
security, with an assumption that emotional security would follow. Many parents described having good jobs 
in their home country but struggling financially and feeling stressed by the demands of that job and their 
stretched finances. Financial insecurity, determined by the ratio of pay to the cost of living; the constant strug-
gle to secure basic items such as food, and the emotional insecurity linked to work, made adult participants 
think of migration as a routHWRDµEHWWHUIXWXUH¶DV*U]HJRU]D3ROLVKSDUHQWVWDWHG 
 
All I wanted was to have a good life. A good life for my children and to [be able to] provide for them. And 
I want to make sure that my children are happy and try to give them what other childrHQKDYHVRWKH\GRQ¶W
need to ever feel ashamed. 
 
Like Grzegorz, many other parents were of the view that emotional security follows material security and that 
a better income would help the family to overcome not just shortages of goods or services but aOVRWKHSDUHQWV¶
GHHSVHQVHRIJXLOWDQGHYHQVRFLDOHPEDUUDVVPHQW7KHFKLOGUHQ¶VIXWXUHSOD\HGDQLQWULQVLFSDUWLQWKHDGXOWV¶
decisions to migrate, often constructed by parents in terms of educational opportunities, as well as financial 
gains in the short term. Parents, such as Aldona from Lithuania, below, tended to feel that education in Scotland 
was more prestigious and that the opportunity for their children to go to a good school or university was either 
unattainable or less likely in their country of origin: 
 
Here, there is less stress getting into university, a better quality of study, accommodation. Also financially 
LW¶VHDVLHU\RXGRQ¶WUHDOO\QHHGWRRYHUVWUHWFK\RXUVHOI WRJHWFKLOGUHQLQWRHGXFDWLRQ,Q/LWKXDQLDLW
would be a struggle.  
 
)RUVRPHSDUHQWVPRYLQJZDVMXVWLILHGLQWHUPVRIµDQHZEHJLQQLQJ¶DVDIDPLO\XQLWZLWKDFOHDUGHVLUHWR
escape the post-socialist environment of ongoing deprivation, the stigma of poverty and a marked shift in 
aspirations for a different social, political or cultural context. These parents, and again Aldona, said that they 
did not like what had become of their country of birth and they took the opportunity to leave: 
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:HWROGP\VRQµ:HZDQWDEHWWHUOLIHIRU\RX¶6RWKDW¶V>OHDYLQJ@IRUWKHFKLOGUHQ,GRQ¶WZDQWWKHPWR
EHFRPHOLNHDORWRI/LWKXDQLDQV\RXNQRZ>GRQ¶WZDQWWKHPWREH@OLNHDOOWKHRWKHUSHRSOHRYHUWKHUH 
 
Changes to the state provision of services and support mechanisms across the CEE region have led to new 
levels of unemployment and welfare insecurities. Some of the parents explained how they experienced increas-
LQJLQHTXDOLW\RIRSSRUWXQLWLHVZKHUHE\HPSOR\PHQWGHSHQGHGRQµZKR\RXNQHZ¶DQGLQIRUPDOQHWZRUNVWR
accessing work or training opportunities. At the same time, the withdrawal of state-funded benefits ± like full-time 
childcare or free healthcare ± LQFUHDVHGIDPLOLHV¶GHSHQGHQFHRQLQIRUPDOQHWZRUNVRIVXSSRUWVXFKDVQHLJK
bours or grandparents. Drawing on these private, non-state networks and resources to recreate forms of care 
previously offered by the state also meant a sense of emotional (in)security; it put kinship relationships under 
strain due to an increasing demand for care by children or elder family members, as Magda, a Polish parent, 
illustrates:  
 
My mother had to help more often and she was resenting it; I had to work longer hours and I was always 
stressed, then we would argue. So I decided coming here [Scotland] would be a breakthrough. 
 
Migration was thus a break from the post-socialist past, an escape route from a perceived hopelessness in 
relation to potential social structures and mechanisms unlikely to develop at a speed that would deliver a secure 
future in the short term. A significant element of these decisions was the perceived opportunity to secure chil-
GUHQ¶VIXWXUHRSSRUWXQLWLHV+RZHYHUWKHGDWDIURPFKLOGUHQUHYHDOHGWKDWVHFXULW\DIWHUPLJUDWLRQZDVFRP
plicated, especially in emotional terms. 
&KLOGUHQ¶VODFNRIFRQWURORYHUWKHGHFLVLRQWRPLJUDWHDQGLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUHPRWLRQDOVHFXULW\ 
Perhaps because they associated childhood with innocence and vulnerability, most parents did not feel it nec-
HVVDU\WRFRQVXOWWKHLUFKLOGUHQRQWKHLUIDPLOLHV¶PLJUDWLRQSODQV$VWKHPDMRULW\RIWKHFKLOGUHQZHUHRU
\RXQJHUDWWKHWLPHRIWKHLUIDPLO\¶VPRYHWo Scotland, the parents said that they did not think they would 
XQGHUVWDQGRULQVRPHFDVHVVDLGWKDWSDUHQWVMXVWµNQHZEHVW¶µ7KHSDUHQWGHFLGHVDQGWKHFKLOGUHQPXVW
REH\¶VWDWHG$OGRQDD3ROLVKSDUHQW 
However, most parents described seeing the inLWLDOPRQWKVLQ6FRWODQGDVDµWHVWLQJ-the-ZDWHUV¶SHULRGDIWHU
ZKLFKLIWKHLUFKLOGUHQZHUHQRWKDSS\RUVHWWOHGWKHIDPLO\ZRXOGUHWXUQWRWKHKRPHFRXQWU\7KHµZDLW-and-VHH¶ 
DSSURDFK WKXV LPSOLHG D UHFRJQLWLRQ WKDW FKLOGUHQ¶V HPRWLRQDO VHFXULW\ PDWWHred and might not simply be  
DJLYHQ6RPHRIWKHFKLOGUHQGHVFULEHGQRWZDQWLQJWRPLJUDWHDQGEHLQJDQJU\RUXSVHWRYHUWKHLUSDUHQWV¶
decision. The older children, in particular, talked of feeling more frustrated about their lack of control over 
their pDUHQWV¶GHFLVLRQDQGZHUHPRUHOLNHO\WRZLVKWRUHWXUQDVLOOXVWUDWHGSRLJQDQWO\E\-year-old Vincent 
from Lithuania: 
 
Interviewer: What do you like about living in Scotland? 
 
Vincent: Nothing at all.  
 
Interviewer: <RX¶GPXFKSUHIHUWREHLQLithuania? 
 
Vincent: $\H>\HV@,NQRZOLNHVFKRROVDUHKDUGHULQ/LWKXDQLDEXW,¶GUDWKHUEHWKHUH 
 
8 D. Sime 
Interviewer: ,VWKDWPD\EHEHFDXVH\RX¶YHJRWROGHURUEHFDXVH\RXOLYHLQ6FRWODQG" 
 
Vincent: 2KMXVWEHFDXVHVKH¶V>KLVPRWKHU@EURXJKWXVKHUHMXVWGRQ¶WOLNHWKLVFRXQWU\DWDOO 
 
Interviewer: 5LJKW6R\RXIHHODQJU\WKDW\RXGLGQ¶WKDYHDQ\FRQWURORYHUPRYLQJKHUH" 
 
Vincent: <HV'LGQ¶WKDYHDQ\FKRLFHDWDOO 
 
,Q9LQFHQW¶VFDVHKLVPXPPLJUDWHGDORQHDQGWKHQUHTXHVWHGWKDW9LQFHQWIROORZKHU to Scotland. Only in  
a couple of exceptional cases did the parents say that they left the decision to migrate up to the children them-
selves. However, were the children to decide not to migrate, the alternative meant their being left behind with 
relatives ± often grandparents ± as the parents, like Danuta, had already made plans to leave: 
 
Romek decided on his own that he did not want to come with me [to Scotland] and he wanted to stay back 
in Poland. I gave him the option to decide; I was fine with him staying with my mother [in Poland]. 
 
As a single parent, Danuta decided that moving to Scotland and leaving Romek in the care of her mother would 
be a satisfactory arrangement until she had secured a family home in Scotland, childcare and better employ-
ment. Kinship care was not always an option and some children were left behind on their own. Although both 
the children and the parents spoke at length about their understanding of the risks involved, such as the safety 
risks for children or the likelihood of being reported by neighbours to child protection services, they also 
rationalised their decisions in terms of a temporary and unavoidable sacrifice. In these cases, the young people 
spoke about how these arrangements impacted on their sense of emotional insecurity, which lingered for years, 
even after they were reunited with their parents. This also meant that, for the children, the pre-migration stages 
were marked by mixed emotions of not only excitement and anticipation but also considerable anxiety, which 
sometimes led to them blaming the parent. Benas (13) had lived alone for almost a year with his 14-year-old 
sister in Lithuania before coming to join his mother in Scotland: 
 
Interviewer: How do you think a child feels about their parents when they first come Scotland? 
 
Benas: +H KDWHV WKHP GHILQLWHO\ +H GRHVQ¶W KDWH WKHP , PHDQ KH MXVW GRHVQ¶W OLNH WKHP YHU\ PXFK
(laughs). 
 
Interviewer: 6RWKDW¶VZK\WKHUH¶VWHQVLRQZLWKWKHPRWKHU\RXVDLG 
 
Benas: Yeah, because, because the mother is trying to protect him and she goes first to find work and to 
check things are ok. But he still thinks that his mother is to blame.  
 
The parents were usuDOO\DZDUHRI WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶V IHHOLQJVDQG WDONHGDERXW WKHLURZQHPRWLRQDOVWUDLQDW
having to leave them behind, while also dealing with pressure from the rest of their family to stay. They kept 
in touch regularly, to reassure their children that reunioQZRXOGKDSSHQµVRRQ¶DOWKRXJKLQVRPHLQVWDQFHV
families had to wait years before the situation was favourable to family reunification. In this instance, transna-
tional mechanisms of care and parenting were the only source of emotional security for both parents and chil-
GUHQ ZLWK WKH SURPLVH RI UHXQLILFDWLRQ RQFH PDWHULDO VHFXULW\ ZDV DFKLHYHG 7KLV SURFHVV RI µFDULQJ DW 
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DGLVWDQFH¶%DOGDVVDUFRXOGGROLWWOHWKRXJKWRDGGUHVVWKHVLJQLILFDQWFKDQJHVWKDWIDPLOLHVZHUHDO
ready undergoing on an emotional and relational level. Families who had experienced temporary separation 
RIWHQVDLGDIWHUUHXQLRQWKDWWKLQJVZHUHµQRWWKHVDPH¶DQGLWZRXOGRIWHQWDNHFKLOGUHQPRQWKVDQG\HDUVWR
reach a state of emotional stability. 
 
&KLOGUHQ¶VDQGSDUHQWV¶Yiews of (in)security post-migration 
:KLOHDVSLUDWLRQVIRUDVHFXUHIXWXUHDUHRIWHQOLQNHGWRDGXOWPLJUDQWV¶PRWLYDWLRQVIRUPRYLQJZHKDYHDOHVV
FOHDUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIZKDWFKLOGUHQ¶VYLHZVDUHRQIDPLOLHV¶GHFLVLRQVWRPLJUDWHIRUDµEHWWHUIXWXUH¶DQd of 
the extent to which family migration is experienced by them as a route to a secure future. In this section,  
,H[SORUHSDUHQWV¶DQGFKLOGUHQ¶VQDUUDWLYHVRILQVHFXULW\GLUHFWO\OLQNHGWRWKHGHVLUHIRULQFOXVLRQDQGEH
ORQJLQJRUIHHOLQJµDWKRPH¶Dnd examining the often entangled and contradictory web of understandings they 
construct when talking about their lives in the new country. When compared, these narratives demonstrate the 
FRPSOH[LQWHUDFWLRQVEHWZHHQSDUHQWV¶DQGFKLOGUHQ¶VDWWLWXGHVWRPLJration as a route to future security, their 
distinct views of material and emotional (in)security, and the significant impact that migration has on family 
structures. 
Financial (in)security 
)LQDQFLDOFRQFHUQVZHUHDNH\SDUWRI WKHIDPLOLHV¶GHFLVLRQ WRPLgrate and the parents often talked about 
µFULWLFDOLQFLGHQWV¶DQGWKHH[SHULHQFHVRIPDUNHGILQDQFLDOLQVHFXULW\WKDWPDGHWKHPGHFLGHWRPRYH7KLV
included losing their employment, not being able to make ends meet or, in some cases, unhappy relationships 
or situations of domestic abuse and financial dependence on abusive partners. Many parents discussed how, 
despite being in highly qualified jobs, their income was low relative to the cost of living and they were expe-
riencing constant financial struggle: 
 
In Lithuania, I was dreading the weekends, what to put on the table, how to feed the children, will they ask 
WRJRDQ\ZKHUHDQGKDYLQJWRWHOOWKHPZHFDQ¶WDIIRUGLWLWZDVPXFKPRUHGLIILFXOWEHFDXVHRIPRQH\
(Alma, Lithuanian parent). 
 
1RZ,FDQJRWREHGZLWKRXWWKLVIHHOLQJWKDWWRPRUURZ,ZRQ¶WKDYHPRQH\IRUOLYLQJ+HUH>LQ6FRWODQG@
if you work you can afford many things. In Poland, we were struggling each month with many things (Beata, 
Polish parent).  
 
As well as food and basic needs, the adults described the additional costs of services such as healthcare or 
education. Although the latter had remained free in most CEE countries, families had to pay for things like 
uniforms and textbooks, equipment and school trips and they had often struggled to cover these, as Simon,  
a parent from Poland, explained: 
 
To buy everything for four children, like all books, notebook, school dress and so on, we needed a lot of 
PRQH\LWZDVDURXQG]O>@PRUHWKDQ,ZRXOGHDUQVRPHPRQWKV 
 
7KHFKLOGUHQVHHPHGYHU\DZDUHRIWKHLUIDPLOLHV¶LQVHFXUHHFRQRPLFVLWXDWLRQSUH-migration, of how much 
things cost in their home country and of the strain that this was putting on their parents, as 13-year-old Jelena 
illustrates: 
10 D. Sime 
It was quite stressful tKHUH«SULFHVDUHDOZD\VXSDQGTXLWHH[SHQVLYHHYHU\WKLQJDQGVWXIIOLNHWKDW«
VRPHWLPHVSHRSOHGLGQ¶WJHWPXFKPRQH\RUOLNHWKHVDODU\ZDVQRWRQWLPHDQGWKH\KDGDORWRIH[SHQVHV 
 
Discussions about their awareness of the sacrifices that their parents had to make in the past, especially with  
a view to securing a better future for their children, were frequent in the focus groups like this Polish one: 
 
Interviewer: Why did your parents decide to come here, do you know? 
 
Klaudia (13): I think it was because of school, our future. In Poland, education is very expensive; here, 
college is free. 
 
Ola (16): Well, university is not free, but everything is much easier. 
 
Wioleta (13): It is better than in Poland. 
 
Ola (16): My mum said that she came here to give me a better future. It was for me, for my future, not for 
her, but for me and my brother.  
 
&KLOGUHQDQG\RXQJSHRSOHZHUHWKXVDZDUHWKDWWKHLUIXWXUHGHSHQGHGRQWKHLUIDPLOLHV¶ILQDQFLDOVWDELOLW\DV
well as on the social, economic aQGSROLWLFDOFRQWH[WVLQZKLFKWKH\ZHUHJURZLQJXS,PSOLFLWLQFKLOGUHQ¶V
DQGDGXOWV¶FRPPHQWVZDVWKHLGHDRIGLVVDWLVIDFWLRQZLWKWKHHFRQRPLFHQYLURQPHQWLQSRVW-socialist states 
and an awareness of the sacrifices made by the adult generation to secure a more democratic society ± which 
had failed, however, to deliver the opportunities they wanted for their families. On this issue, the parents and 
children were mostly in agreement ± their new situation in Scotland was a positive change in terms of imme-
diate financial security although, in some cases, it was still precarious due to the uncertainty over long-term 
employment. What the parents and children did not always agree on was the extent to which financial security 
was a price worth paying in terms of other dimensions of security ± such as emotional and ontological security 
± discussed next. 
Emotional (in)security 
Linked to the issue of employment and financial security, the parents talked about the emotional security that 
a stable job and recognition DWZRUNEURXJKWWKHPZKLFKVKRZVWKDWLQUHODWLRQWRWKHSDUHQWV¶ZRUNWKHLU
emotional and material securities seemed interdependent and aligned. This was often linked to aspects such as 
securing a permanent contract of employment and a more positive and supportive work environment. Maya,  
a Bulgarian teacher, talked about the shift in her well-being as a result of moving to Scotland: 
 
One thing which brings more security is what I do ± I can now sustain my family, although we are new-
comers here. This, iQWKHORQJHUWHUPJLYHV\RXPRUHFRQILGHQFH,¶GVD\%HIRUH>PLJUDWLQJ@,ZDVGRLQJ
WZRRUWKUHHMREVDQGXQGHUFRQVWDQWSUHVVXUHWKLQNLQJµ:KDWZLOOKHOSPHJHWPRUHPRQH\"¶± not to get 
ULFKEXWMXVWWRVXVWDLQ\RXUIDPLO\6R,¶PQRZKDSS\P\ERVV recognises my work ± DQGLW¶VQRWMXVWPH
I see a difference in my children in that they have more positive feelings about school. 
 
 
The children also commented on the opportunities that migration had created for their parents in terms of 
emotional security through employment. In some cases, they talked of how an ongoing, precarious political or 
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economic context in their home country was a drain on the energy of their parents, who had their hopes crushed 
in post-VRFLDOLVWSHULRG0D\D¶VWZRGDXJKWHUVDJHd 13 and 16, agreed that the move had been to their benefit, 
DVZHOODVEHWWHUIRUWKHLUPRWKHU¶VFDUHHUDOWKRXJKWKH\PLVVHG%XOJDULDDQGWKHLUIULHQGV*LQWDUHD-year-old 
/LWKXDQLDQWDONVKHUHDERXWWKHµW\SLFDOPLJUDQWFKLOG¶DQGZKDWZRXOGPDNHKLVRUKHUIDPLO\PRYHWR6FRW
land: 
 
6KHZRXOGKDWHWKHSROLWLFDOVLWXDWLRQWKDWIRUFHGXVWRPRYHWKDWPHDQWVKHKDGWRPRYH,PHDQ«VKH
ZRXOGNQRZWKDWVKHGLGQ¶WKDYHDchoice. But still s/he would hate that. S/he would think that s/he could 
KDYH VWD\HG LI WKH SROLWLFLDQV ZHUHQ¶W LI SROLWLFLDQV ZHUH EHWWHU $QG IRU \RXUSDUHQWV \RX GRQ¶W KDYH 
a choice in that situation. They waited for so long, they thought it would be EHWWHUEXWWKHQLWZDVQ¶W6R
WKH\GHFLGHG LW¶VEHWWHUWRPRYH\RXKDYHPRUHPRQH\DQG\RXFDQGRZKDWHYHU6ROLNH«\RXKDYH
freedom.  
 
7KHVHQVHRIIDPLO\LQVHFXULW\GUDZVWKXVRQ\RXQJSHRSOH¶VNQRZOHGJHDERXWDGXOWV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIWKHSDVW
and what the children were told about them, about their current access to resources and their estimations of the 
OLNHO\IXWXUH0RVWFKLOGUHQVDLGWKDWWKH\XQGHUVWRRGKRZWKHLUSDUHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVRILQVHFXULWLHVLQUHODWLRQ
to work and money in the past compared negatively with their present chances of securing employment and 
the potential for better opportunities in the future. They often linked these interpretations to the wider political and 
economic uncertainties of post-socialism, showing a clear awareness of changes in the available state-regulated 
support and of the fluid and ambivalent nature of social relations and processes of care and support in their 
country of origin.  
However, while the children were prepared to concede that their parents had gained some financial security 
and recognition through work, they often thought that this came with a heavy price in terms of emotional 
security for the whole family. This included the anxieties which they had to cope with on leaving close family 
members ± such as grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins ± behind as well as the struggle to leave their 
friends.  
 
I miss my grandmother, I used to spend my summer holidays with her and she looked after me when my 
PXPFDPHILUVWWR6FRWODQG,¶GKHOSKHULQJDUGHQ+HUHZHGRQ¶WKDYHWKHJDUGHQOLNHLQ3RODQG$QG
ZH¶GGRWKLQJVOLNHSDLQW(DVWHUHJJVSOD\FDUGVDQGVRRQ(Agnieszka, 12, Polish). 
 
7KHEHJLQQLQJLW
VOLNH\RXFDQ
WUHPHPEHUWKHP>\RXUIULHQGVDQGIDPLO\@RU\RXGRQ¶WZDQWWREHFDXVH
you have so many problems, you have to start a new life and you have to find new friends and you have to 
OLYHLQDQHZFLW\RUWRZQRU\RX¶UHKDYLQJVWUHVVLQ\RXUIDPLO\DQGLW
V OLNHHYHU\WKLQJLV OLNHEURNHQ
(Gintare, 16, Lithuanian). 
 
Many young people talked openly about the resentment they felt towards their parents as well as that felt by 
those left behind ± like older parents and siblings ± with family rifts often mentioned. The children talked 
about the sense of loss they often experienced when leaving and how their emotional security had been affected 
E\ WKH UHDOLVDWLRQ WKDWFHUWDLQ UHODWLRQVKLSVZHUHQRZ ORVWRUDW OHDVW WUDQVIRUPHG IRUHYHUE\ WKHLUSDUHQWV¶
decision to move the family, as 12-year-old Marta from Poland explained: 
  
,KDYHVRPH6FRWWLVKIULHQGVEXWP\UHDOO\UHDOO\JRRGIULHQGVDUHIURP3RODQG$QG,¶OOQHYHUJHWWKHP
back. You might call your grandmother, but it is not the same. Same with friends in Poland, even though 
you might contact them by Skype, on the phone or send letters, it is not the same. It will never be the same.  
12 D. Sime 
<RXQJSHRSOHFRPPHQWHGRQKRZJUDQGSDUHQWVOHIWEHKLQGZHUHDIIHFWHGE\WKHLUIDPLOLHV¶PRYHDEURDGDQG
the resentment they often felt towards their children, who had disrupted traditional family patterns and left the 
JUDQGSDUHQWVORQHO\DQGZLWKOLPLWHGRSSRUWXQLWLHVWRJHWLQYROYHGLQWKHLUJUDQGFKLOGUHQ¶VXSEULQJLQJ2WKHUV
like Marta, talked about the role of modern technology in maintaining transnational relationships; however, 
the closHQHVVRIWKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSKDGEHHQDIIHFWHGDQGWKHLULQWHUDFWLRQVZHUHµQRWWKHVDPH¶8SURRWLQJWKH
family reconfigures opportunities for everyday encounters and relationships, making the relational aspect of 
migration fraught with emotional (in)securities, particularly where immediate access to networks of emotional 
and moral support is not readily available. Technology, in this sense, goes some way in allowing connections 
over spaces but it also alters the potential for direct interconnectivity and emotional bonding. 
Life post-migration often leads, therefore, to tensions between parents and children, as well as between 
parents and grandparents. Agata, a Polish single mother who had lived in Scotland for about three years, dis-
cussed the strain which migration had put on her relationship with her son, Bartek (12), and with her parents, 
who wanted them to return: 
 
Bartek really misses his grandmother and his dogs, and he misses Poland a lot. I think he will never get 
used to this new place. He is torn between two places, Poland and Glasgow. He often gets mad at me that 
,WRRNKLPIURP3RODQG,UXLQHGKLVOLIHODXJKV$QGP\PRWKHUGLGQ¶WVSHDNWRPHIRUPRQWKV± QRZLW¶V
a bit better. 
 
At the time of the interview, Agata had lost her job and was relying on job-VHHNHU¶VDOORZDQFHDEHQHILWIRU
people seeking work. She saw unemployment as an opportunity to reconnect with Bartek, who was also en-
countering difficulties in finding meaningful friendships in his new school or neighbourhood: 
 
:HOO%DUWHN¶VWHDFKHUWROGPHWKDWKHLVQ¶WGRLQJKLVKRPHZRUNDQGWKH\KDYHSUREOHPVZLWKKLP,QHYHU
KDGSUREOHPVZLWKKLPLQ3RODQG,NQRZWKDW%DUWHNLVGRLQJKLVKRPHZRUNEXWKHGRHVQ¶WZDQWWRVKRZ
it. This is his way of saying to PHWKDWKHGRHVQ¶WZDQWWROLYHKHUHDQGWKDWZHZRQ¶WGRDQ\WKLQJKHUH+H
QHHGVWRVKRZPHWKDWKHGRHVQ¶WOLNHLWKHUH,W¶VGLIILFXOWWKLQJVDUHGLIIHUHQWIURP3RODQGFKLOGUHQDUH
not coming to our house and they are not going outside together to play games. Everything is more formal, 
or maybe they treat Poles differently. Where we live, in these flats, there are a lot of social problems, 
teenagers doing drugs and drinking, so Bartek has no friends.  
 
In the absence of extended family networks, young people also had to take on responsibilities such as looking 
after younger siblings, doing more household chores or even taking small paid jobs themselves, contributing 
thus to family divisions of labour. In some cases, this led to more reliance on siblings for emotional support; 
their siblings said migration had brought them closer together, as they bonded over shared feelings of dissat-
isfaction with the new family arrangements. In other families, the strain of migration led to the breakdown of 
the parentV¶UHODWLRQVKLSVDQGWRGLYRUFHDQGWKHFKLOGUHQIRXQGWKHPVHOYHVLQVLQJOH-parent or reconfigured 
IDPLOLHVZLWKWKHLUSDUHQWV¶QHZSDUWQHUVRUVWHS-siblings now living with them, as described by 16-year-old 
Lithuanian Gintare.  
 
The parents in many families would be separated, yep. Because lots of people are coming here and, they 
are divorced. Or they divorce when they come. And after, they find someone [a new partner]. And then, the 
mother would be trying to protect the step-IDWKHUEHFDXVHKH¶VQHZLQWKHIDPLO\DQGLW¶VYHU\KDUGIRU 
a child, it doesn't matter that he is, like, a teenager or whatever, it's just, like, the way it is and so I think 
that, as a child, you get further away from her [mother].  
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Emotional security is thus not always a given in the context of family migration and does not always align 
with financial or material security ± families often experience significant disruptions in and reconfigurations 
of relationships and traditional roles and norms. The evidence seems to suggest the different temporal axes 
ZKLFKVKDSHDGXOWV¶DQGFKLOGUHQ¶VFRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQVRIHPRWLRQDOVHFXULW\:KLOHDGXOWPLJUDQWVVHHPWR
SODFHPRUHZHLJKWRQWKHLURZQDQGWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VIXWXUHWKHFKLOGUHQWKHPVHOYHVVHHPWRHPSKDVLVHPRUH
the present and the immediate sense of emotional (in)security and loss that come with migration. While mi-
grating adults may often think that emotional insecurity is a short-term sacrifice and one worth paying for more 
long-WHUPPDWHULDODQGHPRWLRQDOJDLQVWKHFKLOGUHQ¶Vown experiences and feelings of loss, interrupted kin-
ship relationships and perceived lack of understanding on the part of their parents all contributed to a sense of 
emotional insecurity.  
Ontological security and belonging 
Giddens (1991) talks about ontological security DVDVHQVHRIRUGHUDQGFRQWLQXLW\LQUHODWLRQWRDQLQGLYLGXDO¶V
experiences. In the case of migrant families, migration comes with discontinuities and new risks over individ-
XDOV¶SODFHLQVRFLHW\,QWKLVVHFWLRQ,H[DPLQHWKHUHVRXUFHV that families draw on in order to produce new 
securities in relation to their sense of recognition and belonging in the wider community. When we asked 
families what they missed most, they described missing a sense of belonging to a place or wider family net-
works. In addition, most of the children and adults spoke of missing family traditions that took place around 
birthdays and annual celebrations, like Easter or Christmas, which used to give them a sense of cultural be-
longing: 
 
I miss the family celebratLRQV«JHWWLQJWRJHWKHUIRUELUWKGD\VZHGGLQJVDQGIXQHUDOVDQGEHLQJWRJHWKHU
where everybody knows you. And the food, things like sausages and fresh meat. They taste different here 
(Katia, Polish parent). 
 
When you walk around the town, and you meet familiar faces, friends or relatives ± here [in Scotland] no 
one knows you (Marta, Polish parent). 
 
Other parents, like Wera, described a constant sense of displacement and not belonging, and talked about  
DµSXOO¶WRZDUGVWKHLUKRPHODQGKRZHYHULQGLVWLQFW 
 
Not sure how to say this, but you live abroad and, although your living conditions are better and you have 
EHWWHUSURVSHFWVIRUWKHIXWXUHWKHUHLVVRPHWKLQJHOVHPLVVLQJ«,FDQ¶WVD\ZKDWLWLVWKDW,PLVVDERXW
Poland: there is something special about the place you were born.  
 
While many accepted that missing family get-togethers was part and parcel of the sacrifices made when mov-
ing abroad, the sudden absence of family and friends led to a sense of loss and change of self. Community 
norms which families had become used to over the decades, the reciprocal support between kin and commu-
nity-based encounters were common before migration: 
 
,¶PWKHSHUVRQZKROLNHVWRPHHWZLWKSHRSOHDQG,PXVWVD\,PLVVWKDWKHUH>LQ6FRWODQG@2XUKRPHLQ
Poland was always busy, the house was full all the time, and here, no one opens our door (Beata, Polish 
parent). 
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As a consequence, many adults talked of experiencing a personal crisis in relation to their loss of place in the 
local community while, in their homeland, they used to be recognised on the street or had certain community 
responsibilities. In many narrativeVWKHVHQVHRIDVKDUHGSDVWZDVWKHµJOXH¶RIORFDOFRPPXQLWLHVDQGWKURXJK
migration, families had lost a sense of connectivity and togetherness. This went hand in hand with the absence 
of a sense of belonging ± families did not feel that they belonged in Scotland while not feeling that they fully 
belonged to their homeland any more either, as this parent, Jurek, explained: 
 
,ZRQ¶WHYHUIHHOOLNHD6FRWQR6HHWRXQGHUVWDQGVRPHWKLQJVKHUH,ZRXOGQHHGWREHERUQKHUH0\
heart belongs to Poland dHILQLWHO\EXWLI,¶PKHUH,QHHGWRLQWHJUDWHLQWKLVVRFLHW\<RXQHHGWRNHHS\RXU
FXOWXUHDQGODQJXDJHWHDFKWKHPWR\RXUFKLOGUHQEXWRQWKHRWKHUKDQG\RXFDQ¶WLVRODWH\RXUVHOIIURP
WKHQHZVRFLHW\,OLNHLWZKHQSHRSOH\RXGRQ¶WNQRZDVNKRZ\RXDUHZDYHLWLVQLFH,W¶VILQHEXWyou are 
still a foreigner to them.  
 
Weronika, a Polish mother who was now working in catering in Scotland, talked about the loss of a sense of 
recognition in a community. Whereas she had been a teacher in Poland, her teaching qualifications were not 
recognised in Scotland and her English language skills were still developing. Having worked all her life as  
a teacher, Weronika found a way to compensate for her loss of status through the establishment of a Polish 
complementary school, where teachers like her, who were now working in low-skilled jobs in Scotland, could 
get back some of their professional identity: 
 
We are factory and hotel workers Monday to Friday, then we put on a suit at the weekend and we transform 
inWRWHDFKHUV%HFDXVHWKDW¶VZKRZHUHDOO\DUHEXWQRRQHKHUHVHHVXVOLNHWKDW>LQWKHZLGHUFRPPXQLW\@ 
 
The multiplicity of intercultural encounters, when a person had to deal with discrimination and cultural racism, 
was also exemplified by encounters which the children and parents mentioned when they talked about their 
struggles for recognition and participation in the public sphere, as did 12-year-old Weronika and her mother 
Basia: 
 
Everyone was nice to me at the beginning, it was because I was new, from Poland, wow! But after some 
time they just stopped, and I had no friends, some days no one to talk to. 
 
<HVZKDW,QRWLFHGLQP\ZRUNWKHUH¶VKLGGHQGLVFULPLQDWLRQHYHU\RQHLVQLFHEXWZKHQLWFRPHVWRUHDO
KHOSWKH\MXVWGRQ¶WKHOS7KH\LJQRUH\ou when you ask, but if some other Scots ask for that same help, 
then they will help straight away. 
 
This points to the emotional labour involved in fighting for recognition, linked to the emotionality of being  
a migrant and the ways in which power relationships mapped on ethnicity and status are experienced and 
negotiated on an everyday basis across a range of sites, such as school and work. When thinking about the 
potential for one day belonging, some of the participants talked about the long-term possibility of becoming a 
British national, emphasising, therefore, formal citizenship. However, it soon became evident that, although 
citizenship might be secured, in practice, some of the adults and children felt that they would not be able to 
µILWLQ¶DQGEHaccepted in Scotland.  
The sense of social or civic (in)security is linked to notions of feeling accepted as equal members of work 
RUQHLJKERXUKRRGFRPPXQLWLHV(TXDOO\ZKLOH WKHSDUHQWV WKRXJKW WKDW WKHLUFKLOGUHQZRXOGEHFRPH µOLNH
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QDWLYHV¶LQWLPHWKH young people ± such as 12-year-old Ana from Bulgaria ± did not agree and felt that, on an 
emotional level, they could not achieve ontological or social security and feel that they completely belonged: 
 
Interviewer: Would you say that Scotland feels like your country or not yet? 
 
Ana: 1RQRWOLNHP\FRXQWU\%XWLW¶VWKHSODFH,OLNHWROLYHLQ 
 
Interviewer: Do you think you might move to other countries then? 
 
Ana: 7KDW¶VDQRWKHUOLNHRSWLRQ<HDK,FRXOG«,¶PWRR\RXQJWRWKLQNDERXWWKDWQRZ,VWLOOKDYHOLNHP\
life in front of me.  
 
2YHUDOOWKH\RXQJSHRSOHH[SUHVVHGXQFHUWDLQW\RYHUWKHLUIXWXUHVDQGPDQ\HPSKDVLVHGDJOREDOµPLJUDQW¶
identity, rejecting the need for a local or national identity and connectivity: 
 
Momchil (12): 0\PXPVD\V,¶P%XOJDULDQ± ,VD\,¶P$PHULFDQ 
 
Interviewer: American? Have you been to America? 
 
Momchil (12): 1RQRW\HWEXW,¶GOLNHWROLYHWKHUH± or anywhere. 
 
,OLNHEHLQJGLIIHUHQW,PHDQEHFDXVHLW¶VOLNH\RX¶UHQRWWKHRQO\GLIIHUHQWSHUVRQLQKHUH,W¶VOLNHWKHUH
DUHDOOVRUWVRISHRSOH LQKHUH«DOONLQGVRIUHOLJLRQV\RXNQRZGLIIHUHQWFXOWXUHVDQGHYHU\WKLQJ,W¶V
JUHDW LW¶V IDQWDVWLF$QG\RX¶UH RQHRI WKDW\RX¶UHRQHRI WKDWGLIIHUHQWNLQGRI WKLQJ ,W¶V OLNH\RXDUH 
a citizen of the world, not of one country (Gintare, Lithuanian, 16). 
 
While the young people seemed to be open about their expectations of an unpredictable future, the insecurity 
over their future preoccupied their parents more, many of whom, like Ludmila and Maya, from Lithuania and 
Bulgaria, respectively, realised that their long-term plans to stay in Scotland would depend on precarious work 
opportunities and returned to the priRULWLVLQJRIWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VIXWXUHZKHQFRQVLGHULQJWKHLURSWLRQVIRUVWD\
ing, returning or moving on: 
 
The children were thinking of going back to Lithuania when they finish their studies at university. First we 
thought to go back, after a year, but now LWVHHPVWKDWZH¶UHVWD\LQJIRUDWOHDVWHOHYHQ\HDUVXQWLOWKH\
finish their studies. You never know what the future holds for us, now that this credit crunch is bad every-
ZKHUHLQWKHZRUOG6R\RXMXVWGRQ¶WNQRZZKDW¶VJRLQJWREHQH[WEXWZH¶UHWU\Lng to focus on the chil-
GUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQ 
 
,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWZLOOKDSSHQLQIRXU\HDUV,¶PIOH[LEOH%HFDXVHLWDOVRGHSHQGVRQZKDWP\FKLOGUHQZLOO
EHGRLQJ,PHDQP\IDPLO\,¶PQRZIRFXVLQJRQVXSSRUWLQJWKHPWRFRQWLQXHWKHLUHGXFDWLRQDQGWKHQ
afteUZDUGVWKH\ZLOOKRSHIXOO\VWDUWWKHLURZQOLYHVWKHQ,ZLOOVHH%HFDXVHLW¶VRQHWKLQJWREHRQ\RXURZQ
EXWLW¶VDQRWKHUWKLQJZKHQ\RXKDYHFKLOGUHQ 
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Conclusion 
7KLVSDSHUKDVRIIHUHGVRPHLQVLJKWVLQWRPLJUDQWIDPLOLHV¶HYHU\GD\VWUXJJOHVIRUDVHQVe of security and long-
term stability by also examining the emotional labour involved in the processes of constructing belonging and 
WKHFKDOOHQJHVWRWKHVHQVHRIIHHOLQJµDWKRPH¶,QWKLVSURFHVVWKHDJHQF\RI\RXQJSHRSOHDQGWKHLUHPRWLRQDO
resilience are manifest extensively and configured by intersections of existing and acquired identities, recon-
ILJXUHGVSDFHVRIEHORQJLQJDQGWUDQVIRUPHGLQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDOUHODWLRQVKLSV:KLOH&((DGXOWV¶H[SODQDWLRQV
for their decisions to uproot the family seem to be motivated mainly by a desire for a secure future for them-
selves and their children, family experiences post-migration seem to point not only to some acquired securities 
EXWDOVRWRVRPHQHZLQVHFXULWLHVFUHDWHGE\WKHIDPLO\¶VPLJUDQWVWDWXV,QWKLVcontext, examining the chil-
GUHQ¶VDQGDGXOWV¶QDUUDWLYHVRIVHFXULW\SRVW-migration can reveal the tensions that the act of migrating brings 
to family relationships, emotional dis/connections, sense of (not) belonging and ontological (in)security. These 
narratives are often shaped by discourses of modernity whereby the self and the family become reflexive pro-
jects, with often unanticipated risks associated with the loss of close kinship and friendship networks, and the 
sense of recognition that a person gets from family and community. The evidence presented in this article 
points to the fluid and individualised production of social (in)securities, whereby the complex material, emo-
WLRQDODQGUHODWLRQDODVSHFWVVKDSHIDPLOLHV¶VHQVHRIVHFXULW\LQXQSUHGLFWHGways.  
%DXPDQ¶VµOLTXLGPRGHUQLW\¶LVDSSOLFDEOHKHUHSRLQWLQJWRWKHYXOQHUDEOHQDWXUHRIUHODWLRQVKLSV
the temporariness of many family plans and the expectations of still-to-come change emerging from the fragile 
nature of new beginnings abroad (see also Engbersen and Snel 2013). The perspective adopted here, with its 
focus on intra-family experiences, highlights the tensions that migration brings to family relationships, emo-
WLRQDOGLVFRQQHFWLRQVDQGWKUHDWVWRDQLQGLYLGXDO¶VVHQVHRIEHORQJLQJ and ontological security. At the same 
time, it points to the temporal aspect of (in)security, where perceptions change over time depending on family 
circumstances, but with a sense of collective family memory of an insecure past. While, for the adults, migra-
tion brings financial stability and the belief that emotional and social security would follow, the children (and 
some adults) often question the family move abroad as they reflect on the sacrifices of family and friendship 
networks and of the emotional (in)security that comes from reduced networks of support.  
7KLVDUWLFOHKDVVKRZQWKDW WKHFKLOGUHQ¶VDQG WKHLUSDUHQWV¶YLHZVRI WKHLUOLIHSRVW-migration were not 
always aligned in terms of perceived benefits and worthy sacrifices. While financial gains were undeniable in 
most families, the emotional strain led to family separation or tension between the generations. In terms of  
a secure future, both parents and children were still uncertain that their migration had put them on a safe and 
secure route to future stability and personal success. In this sense, the parents were taking precautions by 
LQYHVWLQJLQWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQRUZRUNLQJRQDµEDFNXS¶SODQVXFKDVWKLQNLQJDERXWDSRVVLEOHUHWXUQ
While both generations seemed to acknowledge that migration had opened doors to better paid employment or 
better schooling, for example, the lived realities also meant an acute sense of loss of places and relationships 
and of not always belonging to a community. Most of the children saw themselves now aVEHORQJLQJµKHUHDQG
WKHUH¶± in the country of birth through relationships left behind and in their new country through new relation-
ships ± and found themselves at the centre of complex interactions between material, emotional and ontological 
(in)securities. 
The article has also shown that involving children in migration research can highlight internal dynamics in 
migrant families and challenge adult-centred constructs of family migration. Understanding issues of emo-
tional and ontological security in relation to family migration requires a clear recognition and positioning of 
children as a group who have distinct views and experiences. To a certain extent, children draw on their par-
HQWV¶QDUUDWLYHVRIVHFXULW\IURPWKHSDVWZKLOHWKH\GHYHORSWKHLURZQXQderstandings. In the families in this 
project, the parents needed to believe that their decisions had not been in vain and that ultimately their children 
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would be able to achieve a sense of stability and grounding in their new country. While they sometimes ex-
pressed uncertainty over their own futures once their children would have grown up, the parents seemed con-
ILGHQWRYHUDOOWKDWEHQHILWVKDGRXWZHLJKHGWKHULVNVLQWKHLUIDPLOLHV¶PLJUDWLRQ7KHLUFKLOGUHQUHIOHFWHGPRUH
openly on the emotional and ontological insecurities brought about by migration ± while their narratives some-
WLPHVUHSURGXFHGLGHDOLVHGYLHZVRIIDPLO\VHFXULW\ZKHUHE\PLJUDWLRQZDVVHHQDVDµZD\RXW¶WRDEHWWHU
chance of success and security in the future, they also balanced the potential gains against the losses that 
occurred from leaving a home, family and friends behind. The ambiguity of their feelings has been apparent 
in the data presented ± RQWKHRQHKDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHLUSDUHQWV¶GHFLVLRQVDQGIHHOLQJDVHQVHRIHPRWLRQDl 
debt and, on the other, resenting them for removing their children from kin and friends. The sense of (in)secu-
rity is based on a combination of experiences of the past, current access to resources and estimations of the 
probable future. While the parents¶H[SHULHQFHVZHUHQXDQFHGE\ WKHLUSRVW-VRFLDOLVW RQHV WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V
understandings were mainly based on their own experiences of a rupture in relationships and sense of belong-
LQJDQGSODFH7KHFKLOGUHQ¶VVHQVHRIVHFXULW\ZDVWKXVPDLQO\FRQILJXUHGby what they saw as uprooting, 
reluctant departures, uneasy settlements and dislocated selves. This reflects the multilayered ways in which 
individual and collective worlds are actively reconfigured and reformulated post-migration, with a clear place 
for cKLOGUHQ¶VYLHZVLQDQ\UHVHDUFKRQPLJUDQWIDPLOLHV 
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